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WILL UNION LOSE ITS FACE? 
(HUMAN RIGHTS IN EUROPEAN UNION POLICY) 
 
(Translated from Slovak original Stratí únia svoju tvár? published in Sme daily, 
April 29). 
  
European Union must prove that human rights matter, regardless of where 
their holders live. 
  
European Union is a community of states based on respect for human rights. 
Primacy of human rights is the axiom for the internal development of the Union 
and is a guide for its operation within the system of international relations. As a 
community of democracies the Union should always and unconditionally insist on 
respect for basic human rights and oppose those for whom the concept of human 
rights is just an empty term. However, maintaining own principles is not easy 
even for the Union, as it has been confirmed by two international events. 
  
The first event was last week's UN conference on combating racism and racial 
discrimination in Geneva (the so-called "Durban II"). A similar conference, held in 
Durban in South Africa in September 2001, has become a world festival of anti-
Semitism, blame of the West and Israel of racism and colonialism and 
manifestation of hatred towards liberal democracy. 
  
“Pragmatic” Union 
From the beginning, the preparation of the Geneva conference on racism was 
accompanied by disputes about the content of the basic document. The 
preparatory committee, headed by Libya, presented a document for the 
negotiations that was almost identical with the first Durban resolution, full of anti-
Semitic, anti-Israeli and anti-Western formulations. In response, Western 
countries announced the proposed wording for unacceptable. They conditioned 
their participation at the conference only in case of the document’s change.  
 
Scramble for the content of the document gradually made Canada, Israel, 
Australia, New Zealand, USA, but also the Netherlands, Italy, Germany and 
Poland to refuse their participation in the conference. A few days before the 
conference the draft of the document was modified under the threat of boycott of 
Western countries. The most scandalous provisions were removed (although 
some others ones considered by the Union problematic remained unchanged). 
The rest of the Union, including Slovakia has decided to attend the conference. 
  
What happened in Geneva is generally known. The biggest "star" of the 
conference became the known Holocaust denier, Iranian President Ahmadinejad. 
In protest against his speech, delegations of the Union left the negotiating room. 
However, with the exception of the Czech Republic, which reported to leave the 
conference, they returned to the hall after the speech of the Iranian leader, and 
later endorsed the final document referring to the "Durban I". The Union, 
unfortunately, showed that in the international arena it applies the selective 
approach to the defense of principles on which it has been built. Although the 
Union did not lose completely its face in the "Durban II" case, its inability to take 
an intransigent attitude towards supporters of totalitarian views from the very 
beginning testified that the notorious "pragmatism" in the Union is now stronger 
than value idealism.  
 
Unjustifiable discrimination  
 
Second major event that will test the Union’s commitment to the principle of 
human rights universality will be the vote on Taiwan observer status at the 
forthcoming meeting of the World Health Organization (WHO). In accordance 
with the "One China" policy the Union does not recognize Taiwan as an 
independent state, although it develops with the country an intense economic 
cooperation. For European countries, this cooperation is extremely beneficial, 
since Taiwan is one of the world's leaders in the field of information and 
communication technologies. Taiwan is a free country with a democratic regime, 
in full respect for human rights.  
 
Communist China blocks Taiwan membership in many international 
organizations - from the UN to the WHO. The West has succeeded in resisting 
the pressure of China in case of economic groupings WTO and APEC, since 
Taiwan is such a powerful economic actor, that its possible isolation could 
severely damage the Western countries themselves. This, however, does not 
apply to the WHO, a humanitarian organization. However, in this case, the 
refusal to grant Taiwan any (including observer) status means the denial of basic  
rights in health care for 23 million people, especially for protection against mortal 
diseases.  
 
Due to power-political factors, the population of Taiwan is inadequately protected 
against the risk of pandemics. This is an unjustifiable discrimination.  
 
At the forthcoming meeting of the WHO the Union will get a chance to prove that 
human rights are inalienable, regardless where their holders live. Let’s leave 
aside the consideration that for the Union, a community of democratic states, 
Taiwan is the most natural partners for full scale cooperation. What matter now 
are especially human rights. Will the Union show that it takes the credo of the 
primacy of human rights seriously? 
 
 
